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Abstract 
 
A Thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree 
of Master of Fine Arts at Virginia Commonwealth University.  
By, 
Ben Jordan 
Virginia Commonwealth University, 2016 
 Alfred B. Clemo, Professor, Craft/Material Studies 
 
 
My work explores the complex social geography of modern society and the 
intricate relationship between mankind and the environment. Through this work 
I  explore the past and present lineage of manifest destiny, from its beginnings in 
Europe to western expansion in America, to forms it has takes in contemporary 
America. These ceramic forms serve as the conceptual grounds to explore the 
romanticizing of the western landscape especially from an individual and group 
perspective. I simultaneously celebrate the history of the pastoral life while 
questioning the authenticity, and motivations of that lifestyle, and use this 
platform as a jumping off point to ask questions about humanities complicated 
relationship with nature. Through hand-labor, contemplative making, and a 
reverence for tradition, I explore both interrelated and divergent human 
perceptions using clay as my primary medium.
The Importance of Futility 
 
The grass was always perfect. Just the right amount of artificial fertilizer, 
nitrogen, immaculately mowed to the optimal height, never let go to seed, clearly 
delineated borders, not a patch of dirt to be found, no rocks, not an imperfection 
to be had. Sprinklers coming on at the pre-programmed time each afternoon 
after the heat of the day was fading. It was the time of day when the combination 
of the sun’s heat and the magnifying qualities of the water wouldn’t burn the 
blades of grass. When the unforgiving Arizona sun begins it’s slow bow to the 
night stars, when the Mexican Long Tongued bats would begin swooping low to 
drink the cool water from the pond, skimming frighteningly close to our heads to 
catch their evening meal as we played in the backyard. The cottontail rabbits had 
their daily sunset congregation in the grass, enticingly tame. The quail nervously 
called for each other in the thick desert brush after being split up from one 
another by the quiet stalking of a lone coyote making his nightly rounds through 
the desert brush. 
 There is a sense of refreshment from the day’s parched desert air in those 
afternoons, everything comes alive, everything feels rejuvenated. The Sprinklers 
pop into action, the cool water is finally released after its thousand mile journey. 
It traveled over rock, through canyon, through mountains, valleys, under bridges, 
over damns, through PVC pipe, finally finding its destination on the young green 
blades of the imported Bermuda grass lawn of our backyard. 
What an arduously unnatural journey she has had… from her birth in La  
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Poudre Pass, high up in The Southern Rocky Mountains of Colorado. The Green, 
the upper Colorado, the San Juan, three mighty rivers coming together to create 
one all-powerful earth shaping river.  Carving out some of the deepest most awe 
inspiring  canyons on our planet, for centuries giving life to countless Indigenous 
peoples, The Dine’, the Mohave, Pueblo, The Walapai, the Havasupai, The 
Yavapai, Apache, the ancient ones (The Anasazi), The Lifeline of the Southwest. 
The Colorado River. The Sprinklers click on.  
The Colorado never makes it to the sea, at least not anymore. She makes it 
to the fountains of the Bellagio hotel in “the city of sin”, where European tourists 
will give up a few more Euros on their vacation to gamble and experience 
American excess at its finest. She makes it to the palm trees bordering the Chase 
Bank corporate headquarters in downtown Phoenix. Her waters are diverted 
through the Navajo reservation to Black Mesa, so that the coalmine can more cost 
effectively transport its product (coal) across the vast expanse of the Mohave 
Desert to be burned for energy at the Mohave Generating Station.  She makes it 
to Briarwood Country Club’s fairways in Scottsdale; financial planners need to 
relieve stress too. She makes it to my mother’s lawn, to be obsessed over, to give 
purpose to, to keep a mind busy. But she never makes it to her mother, the Gulf 
of California. At least not anymore. 
There was a time, a time when the flow was uninterrupted, when the 
mighty river unabashedly made the passage through the vast southwestern 
desert, across borders that were not yet defined, through countries not yet 
named, through cities not yet built, to finally spread out across her delta to come 
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home to rest in the calm warm water’s of the Gulf of California also known as The 
Sea of Cortez. 
Jaguars lived there.  The Colorado River Delta was a lush landscape, one of 
the largest desert estuaries in the world.  The delta wetlands sustained life for 
hundreds of species of animals, providing feeding and nesting ground for birds, 
marine mammals, and yes jaguars. But no more, the delta has dried up; the 
animals died or moved on, the delta relegated to dust, assimilated with the 
surrounding Sonoran Desert. No longer the lush green of a wetland, the 
remaining greenery is that of the Saguaro, the Prickly Pear, the Cholla and the 
Ocatillo cactus.  
For the closest thing to a wetland, one must travel back upstream to Yuma 
Arizona. This is where the last drops of the Colorado are sucked up through 
irrigation pipes to water vast agricultural fields of lettuce, corn and a number of 
wholly unnaturally thirsty vegetables. The sprinkler clicks on. 
 
“Water, water, water . . . There is no shortage of water in the desert but exactly 
the right amount, a perfect ratio of water to rock. Of water to sand, insuring 
that wide, free, open, generous spacing among plants and animals, homes and 
towns and cities, which makes the arid West so different from any other part of 
the nation. There is no lack of water here, unless you try to establish a city 
where no city should be.” — (Edward Abbey, Wilderness Reader) 
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The table like mesas and the peaks of the Cerbat Mountains are impeding 
dark forms that create a starkly contrasting profile that jut up into the immense 
orange and pink cloudless sky, eventually fading into a soft blue higher in the 
atmosphere, with a small sliver of moon sneaking into the fading blue, where the 
first glimmer of stars begin to take its place.  There are no sunsets like those of 
Arizona. The Cerbats, the name of the mountain range comes from the Hualapai 
tribe’s language, meaning: “bighorn sheep.”  My parents were children there, my 
grandpa had a ranch in those mountains, he died in those mountains. My 
grandma was alone in those mountains, alone on a ranch in the middle of the 
Arizona desert.  
 Looking at those mountain ranges through the eyes of a child I knew 
nothing of that pain, I only felt what was around me, felt my environment. 
Standing in the backyard of my childhood I felt the love and the nurturing that 
my parents had so preciously woven around our family.  I recall summer evenings 
spent with my sister and brother playing catch on the lawn until it was too dark to 
see the ball flying through the air, trying to squeeze every last drop of light from 
the day, unknowingly holding on to youth. 
When thinking back on the safety and comfort of those times I 
immediately go to the imagery of the backyard, and central to that was the lawn. 
My mother now obsesses over her lawn, makes sure its perfect, but there are no 
longer any children to play on it, no safe nest needing to be tended to, we have all 
moved on, left the nest. The role has been filled, there is a void in her life now, 
and I can’t help but feel that her obsessions are an attempt to fill that void. We all 
have voids that we fill in various ways in our lives, obsessing over a lawn is just 
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one way that my mother has found. The stubborn maternal instinct, the 
importance of futility.  
 
 
                                                Figure 1: The Importance of Futility  
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Instilled Meaning 
 
Standing in the kitchen I am surrounded by cows, not just any cow but 
specifically Holsteins, and lots of them.  It’s my senior year of high school; I’m at 
my best friend Adam’s house.  They are on the refrigerator in the form of 
magnets, ceramic cows made in china above the sink, the napkin holder, the 
drying towels, the cookie jar, made in China, made in China, made in China.  I go 
to my mother’s house in Montana, her kitchen is filled with roosters, rooster 
magnets, ceramic roosters made in China above the sink, the napkin holder, the 
drying towels, the cookie jar. Made in China. 
 What do the items that we choose to display in our homes say about us? 
And more importantly what do we think they mean about us. In other words what 
do the objects that we keep say about us, and what do we try to convey to others 
about ourselves through the display of these objects? I became more and more 
interested in these questions, so I began a series of investigations into them, 
more specifically directed towards objects that had American pastoral, rural and 
bucolic connotations.  I began looking at these objects through the lens of them 
functioning as an apparatus. 
Foucault used the word “apparatus” in his writings, and according to 
Giorgio Agamben used it quite frequently. Foucault never quite defined the word 
but came close in an interview in 1977: “What I’m trying to single out with this 
term is, first and foremost, a thoroughly heterogeneous set consisting of 
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discourses, institutions, architectural forms, regulatory decisions, laws, 
administrative measures, scientific statements, philosophical, moral, and 
philanthropic propositions.” (Foucault, 94-96) Foucault’s explanation is fairly 
broad, but to try to sum up his definition it seems that an apparatus is anything 
from a given culture and time period that influences how people think, interact 
with one another, view themselves, others, nature etc. It is a set of tools one uses 
consciously or subconsciously to navigate the world around themselves and 
creates not only their reality but also the self, or more accurately, the subject. 
Agamben’s definition of an apparatus is a little clearer: “I shall call an 
apparatus literally anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient, 
determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, 
or discourses of living beings.  Not only, therefore, prisons, the panopticon, 
schools, the confessional, factories, juridical measures, and so forth… but also the 
pen, writing, literature, philosophy, agriculture, cigarettes, web browsing, 
computers, cell phones, and why not language itself.” (Agamben,14)  
Or more succinctly: “I wish to propose to you nothing less than a general 
and massive partitioning of existence into two large groups or classes: on the one 
hand Living beings (or substances), and the other, apparatuses in which the 
living beings are incessantly captured.”(Agamben, 14)  
 
With this being defined, the question is then, how are these objects within 
this context being used as an apparatus? What did the owner (in this case my 
mother) get from these roosters  and all of the rooster imagery, and what did she 
hope to convey about herself, her family and her lifestyle to the viewer? When 
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interviewed she stated:  “An American country lifestyle, my overall values, belief 
systems, morals…an old fashioned set of traditional beliefs in god, family and 
home.”  
It is fascinating that a simple object might be instilled with so much 
meaning, carry so much baggage, and communicate such large amounts of 
information about the individual (a ceramic rooster made in a factory in China no 
less.) A large part of the owner’s worldview can potentially be conveyed and 
understood through the visual language that the object provides and expresses.  
It can potentially communicate not only the owner’s specific worldview, 
but also their religion, therefore their values/morals/ethics. Most likely through 
this object one could deduce the owners ethnicity, and I don’t think it’s a stretch 
that it also alludes to their class (or at least the class they wish to be portrayed as 
belonging to.) The power of an object to be used as a tool (apparatus) to 
communicate so much information, whether those are lies or truths, consciously 
or subconsciously, is something that I find immensely fascinating and is a large 
catalyst for my work, especially the piece in figure 2 “A Perceived Life” and other 
studies related to this exploration.  
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               Figure 2: “A Perceived Life” 
                                            
	   10	  
Commodified landscapes 
 
 
"The American character did not spring full-blown from the Mayflower,"….it 
came out of the forests and gained new strength each time it touched a frontier," 
-Frederick Jackson Turner 1893 
 
 
 They are unequivocally connected, at least for the foreseeable future.  It’s 
nearly impossible to travel through the western landscape without seeing 
vultures, blue skies, jackrabbits, cactus wrens, vast canyons, and… billboards, lots 
of them. They are on every desert highway, line every interstate, you can’t “get” 
the western landscape without “getting” the billboard. 
 Glenn “Liggett” Thompson and I put in the miles driving through the back 
roads of the Mohave Desert for the good part of the summer after I graduated 
high school, in an old beat up ice delivery truck with no AC. The truck would 
overheat regularly if the hills got too steep, or if the day was especially hot, or if 
the truck was in a bad mood.  We drove all over that desert, and Glenn wasn’t 
much for conversation, or the radio, or smiling. Glenn really only did two things, 
drove that truck and chain-smoked, Liggett brand cigarettes… hence the 
nickname.  
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His skin tone was ashen gray, he was probably in his mid fifties, going on 
seventy, and I’m pretty sure he was a recovering alcoholic, bad at the recovery 
part by the look of his belly and the state of his eyes most mornings.  
 Our ice delivery route took us pretty much everywhere in-between the 
South Rim of the Grand Canyon, to the Hoover Dam, to the state line of 
California.  We delivered to some interesting places, from the Santa-Fe Train 
Company headquarters in Seligman, to the abandoned mining town of Chloride 
(abandoned except for the local VFW bar and a few rundown trailers.)  
Another regular stop was Grasshopper Junction Gas Station on Highway 
93, whose most frequent customers were meth heads or hermits coming in out of 
their hiding spots off of winding dirt roads with no names to refill their water 
tanks for the week’s water. And of course there was the convenience store on the 
edge of lake Mead, whose average patron usually had too much horsepower or 
too much silicon. 
 On all of these roads, between all of these places there are numerous 
billboards scattered about. The further away from the cities you get the more 
obscure they are, and usually the more religious…Jesus saves, Jesus is watching, 
Jesus is behind the wheel, meth kills, etc.  Car insurance, Chic-Fil-A, DUI 
lawyers, land for sale and on and on. The closer you get to Vegas the more 
numerous and the louder they get, Gentleman’s Clubs, discount firearms, liquor 
stores, call girl services, ahh the unspoiled west. 
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 “I think I shall never see 
A billboard lovely as a tree. 
Perhaps, unless the billboards fall, 
I’ll never see a tree at all.” 
-Ogden Nash 
“Song Of The Open Road”  
 
 
It’s easy to romanticize the western landscape, the way it has been 
presented in popular culture as a place of freedom, a place of open vastness and 
big skies. This can be seen in everything from John Wayne movies, Louis 
L'amour novels, and Charles Russell paintings, all the way to Breaking Bad. It is 
constantly depicted as a part of the country that is unspoiled by our economic 
system unspoiled by that system’s unrelenting progression of growth. This is in 
large part untrue; the billboards do a pretty good job of reminding us of that…and 
the barbed wire.  
Just about every inch of land in the west is privately owned, by a 
developer, by a rancher, and if not owned by an individual it is owned by the 
Forest Service or The Bureau of Land Management. The last time I was at a 
Forest Service facilitated engagement their main goal was to convince the 
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audience that doing test drilling for Uranium deposits on the South Rim of the 
Grand Canyon was a completely benign activity. So take that for what you will.  
 
I chose to use the billboards in my candidacy show as a way to reinforce 
the commodification of the western landscape, to portray it not only as a tangible 
purchasable asset for a small percentage of the population, but also as an ideal of 
western Americana that is sold to us in order to bolster the American narrative of 
freedom, independence, individualism and a god given right to spread unabated. 
  
 
 
"The whole continent of North America appears to be destined by Divine 
Providence to be peopled by one nation, speaking one language, professing one 
general system of religious and political principles, and accustomed to one 
general tenor of social usages and customs." 
 
-John Quincy Adams 1812 
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Figure 3 “Commodities”  
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Figure 4 “Digital Landscape #1” 
 
 
 
Figure 5 “Digital Landscape #2” 
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                       Manifest Destiny’s persisting specter  
 
 
 
        Figure 6 “American Progress” John Gast 1872 
 
  
 
The term “manifest destiny” was first used by John Louis O’ Sullivan. 
“John Louis O’ Sullivan was a New York Journalist of Irish descent, like many 
others he saw the “hand of Providence in the workings and will of the majority.” 
(Johannsen, 7)  He first used and popularized the now infamous term in the New 
York Democratic view in 1845 in response to America’s annexation of Texas from 
Mexico:  
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“…And our claim is by the right of our manifest destiny to overspread and 
to possess the whole of the continent which Providence has given us for the 
development of the great experiment of liberty and federated self-government 
entrusted to us.” (O’ Sullivan, 5) 
 
 
This perspective was not new, O’ Sullivan just put the two words together. 
This idea of a god given right to the land and everything on it dates much further 
back. As far as America is concerned Thomas Jefferson had made the Louisiana 
Purchase just a few decades before this in 1804. This was a huge catalyst for 
westward expansion and as a direct result the Louis and Clark expedition started 
out the year after.  
What I am much more interested in aside from land deals and national 
fervor are the underlying threads of entitlement that persist much further back 
than the Louisiana Purchase, or the annexation of Texas, or America, or 
modernism. Where did modernism start, and if there were in fact multiple 
modernisms? It’s the perspective of the singularly euro-centric narrative that I 
feel precedes all this, and perhaps was the catalyst for all of those events.   
These questions could go back indefinitely, and very well could be 
explained through processes of evolution… and maybe it’s more of an animalistic 
trait rather than a chronological pinpoint-able dot on a nation’s timeline. It could 
be that capitalism and manifest destiny and American exceptionalism are all 
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byproducts of survival of the fittest.  The invasive species will always spread if it’s 
able, capable. 
The main connection I want to make is some semblance of an underlying 
theme that connects Western Europe to 19th century American Manifest Destiny 
and then connects that with the contemporary American economic system and 
present forms of a ”Manifest Destiny” type of mentality. More specifically I am 
interested in the lineage of perspectives relating to land, the natural world, our 
relation to it, minority cultures, and ideas of progress and ownership. 
For the sake of this discussion, without getting too far down this path, I 
want to briefly touch on Calvinism and the ideas of Max Weber as a starting point 
for this underlying catalyst and then move forward chronologically.  
As author Anderson Stephanson states: “Its origins [Manifest Destiny] in 
fact, lay directly in the old biblical notions, recharged through the reformation, of 
the predestined, redemptive role of God’s chosen people in the Promised Land: 
providential destiny revealed.  The world as God’s “manifestation” and history as 
predetermined “destiny” had been ideological staples of the strongly 
providentialist period in England between 1620 and 1660, during which, of 
course, the initial migration to new England took place. Any genealogy, in short, 
must begin with the religious sources.” (Stephannson,24) 
Perhaps, my mother’s statement about the roosters…“An American 
country lifestyle, my overall values, belief systems, morals…an old fashioned set 
of traditional beliefs in god, family and home” begins to be put into a clearer 
context. 
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Max Weber argued that Calvinism (a branch of Protestantism)  was the 
seed for our American form of  Capitalism.  Protestants seeking escape from 
persecution came to settle America and a fundamental aspect of their religion 
was the idea of predestination, as a result of the ideals of predestination a work 
ethic that came to be known as the Protestant work ethic, which Weber argues 
resulted in modern capitalism.  
Predestination in short was the belief that god determined everyone’s 
afterlife before their birth. There was nothing that any mortal could do to change 
this outcome but there were signs detectable in one’s actions during life that 
hinted at whether they would go to heaven or hell.  As Weber explains 
predestination:  
“On the one hand it is held to be an absolute duty to consider oneself 
chosen, and to combat all doubts as temptations of the devil, ….On the other 
hand, in order to attain that self-confidence intense worldly activity is 
recommended as the most suitable means.  It and it alone disperses religious 
doubts and gives the certainty of grace. (Weber, 112) 
What Weber is saying about “intense worldly activity” is that if a person is 
a hard worker, and as a byproduct of this hard work accumulated excess wealth, 
The Calvinists would believe that this was a sign of grace, it was therefore equated 
to ascension up to heaven upon death. Because of these beliefs the PROTESTANT 
WORK ETHIC enters the stage. The work ethic is a result of the ideas and signs 
inherent in predestination and is what he proposes is the catalyst for American 
capitalism.  
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“Economic acquisition is no longer subordinated to man as the means for 
the satisfaction of his material needs.  This reversal of what we should call the 
natural relationship, so irrational from a naïve point of view, is evidently as 
definitely a leading principle of capitalism as it is foreign to all peoples not under 
capitalistic influence.  At the same time it expresses a type of feeling which is 
closely connected with certain religious ideas.” (Weber, 53). 
So the Protestants of America were no longer working in a subsistence-
farming manner, but rather were trying to work as much as possible to prove 
their predestination towards heaven by the accumulation of excess wealth.  
Although ideals of predestination have subsided in today’s America, I 
don’t think it’s hard to see the parallels between the Protestant’s accumulation of 
wealth/work ethic and the driving forces of American growth and capitalism. 
This is evident not only in the “destiny” and “God given right” of growth and 
expansion that were the underpinnings of manifest destiny in 19th century 
America, but also in 21st century America. Capitalism now has almost taken on a 
religious tone in and of itself.  Weber might call this underlying theme that has 
persisted through the centuries “the spirit of capitalism.”  
The “right of our manifest destiny to overspread and to possess the whole 
of the continent”  continues to be at the core of our nations economic system, and 
a cornerstone of our perspective towards, not only our country, but how we 
interact with and perceive the entire planet. But then again we were the first to 
land on the moon, so perhaps “the entire planet” is a little shortsighted.  
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Ornament 
 
 
Ornament has had a continuous presence in my work and is something 
that I have regularly utilized during my graduate school experience. Ornament 
can address many different topics simultaneously. It can also carry a large 
amount of baggage and instilled historical and contemporary weight. Ornament 
can take shape in various forms and styles depending on the context, place, time, 
and period.  It can be anything from the tattoos of the native Papuan peoples, to 
the volutes of an ionic capital on the temple of Athena Nike. It can be seen as the 
bruises and welts on the body, defining the ornamental marks of sadomasochism. 
The ornamentation that I have focused on and utilize in my current work 
is inspired by Western European architecture and design prior to the Modernist 
movement of the region in the early 20th century. It’s impossible to talk about this 
type of ornament without addressing issues of class, status, value and wealth.  So 
much of it came to be recognized and eventually criticized as a flagrant, un-
evolved, and excessive materialistic display of wealth. 
Adolf Loos was a hugely influential voice on the topic of ornament in the 
early 20th century.  Especially influential was his essay “Ornament and Crime” 
written in 1908. Loos proclaimed and defended his position: “I have made the 
following observation and have announced it to the world: “The evolution of 
culture is synonymous with the removal of ornament from objects of daily use.” 
(Loos,20) 
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Loos despised the excess in bourgeois design to the extent that he wanted 
to rid the world of ornamentation. For example: “He believed that fuel, material, 
and human labour were each wasted in its manufacture. The excess of ornament 
characteristic of his era’s taste indicated a lack of evolution, of a moral system. 
Questionably, considering subsequent historical events. Loos believed that 
rejecting ornament would represent a development away from a primal 
immorality and savagery. Toward civility, peace, non-violence, and moral order.” 
(Ward,19) 
Although there are plenty of criticisms of Loos (including racism and 
eurocentrism) the overarching connotations that he makes with European 
ornament parallel some of the main reasons for the use of it in my work. I find a 
lot of similarities between the display of excess inherent in this specific ornament 
and the perspective and values inherent in the ideals of manifest destiny 
embodied in the spirit of capitalism. 
 By using this ornamentation I am attempting to acknowledge the history 
of the ornament while using its historical context as a means to discuss and trace 
contemporary issues. The accumulation of “wealth-for-powers sake and the view 
of the natural world as being something to overspread and possess is engrained 
in this ornament, in the ideals of manifest destiny, in the ideals of modern 
Christianity and modern capitalism.  
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Figure 7 “Untitled” 
 
If the Robert E. Lee statue could talk I’m sure it would agree that all it 
takes is a drive down Monument Avenue to see that ornament can serve another 
function. That function would be the elevating of the perceived importance of 
something, whether that be a man fighting for the continuation of the 
enslavement of an entire race, or elevating the importance of a specific 
philosophy, it might even be used to elevate the importance of a “lawn mower” 
(see figure 1).  
I utilized ornament in this way to elevate the importance of various 
subjects/objects, and to allude to the way in which something is potentially 
perceived as more important than perhaps it realistically should be (a guy on a 
horse).  Ornament has the power to instill a level of value on something that it 
may or may not deserve. In my candidacy work, (figure 4) the ornamented frame 
is contextualizing the projected image of a landscape in a very specific way. The 
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frame is serving as a metaphor for an idealized perspective of the western 
landscape along with a romanticizing of the pastoral lifestyle. The ornament is 
indicative of various lenses we use culturally and individualistically to color our 
perceptions of reality. In this case there are other factors at play that effect our 
perceptions of Western Americana, the pastoral life, and the very connotations 
we attach to them. 
There is one final aspect of ornament that is important to discuss in 
relationship to my work, and my decision making for its continued 
implementation. Hand crafted ornament in clay is a great way for me to express 
to the viewer my reverence for the	  material,	  the	  process,	  and	  my	  base	  appreciation	  for	  skilled	  craftsmanship.	  It	  allows	  me	  to	  express	  my	  respect	  for	  the	  historical	  lineage	  of	  all	  of	  these	  facets	  of	  the	  field	  that	  I	  am	  thankful	  to	  be	  able	  to	  be	  a	  part	  of.	  As	  a	  maker	  not	  only	  is	  the	  process	  involved	  in	  the	  craftsmanship	  of	  my	  work	  a	  vehicle	  for	  larger	  content,	  it	  is	  also	  in	  and	  of	  itself	  carrying	  large	  amounts	  of	  content.	  For	  me,	  craft	  and	  deciding	  to	  dedicate	  my	  life	  to	  craft	  is	  not	  only	  a	  choice	  that	  responds	  to	  contemporary	  culture,	  but	  also	  has	  an	  underlying	  politically	  motivated	  response.	  In	  an	  age	  of	  self	  automation,	  in	  a	  culture	  of	  mass	  produced	  generic	  everything,	  with	  value	  being	  counted	  in	  3	  month	  intervals	  it	  can	  be	  hard	  to	  know	  where	  one	  can	  find	  a	  sense	  of	  self,	  a	  sense	  of	  one’s	  true	  identity.	  Although	  it	  may	  be	  a	  small	  protest,	  the	  ability	  to	  make	  something	  for	  yourself	  outside	  of	  the	  larger	  economic	  system	  is	  empowering	  and	  it	  is	  a	  statement	  on	  our	  culture.	  Sure	  the	  clay	  is	  probably	  strip-­‐mined,	  driven	  X	  amount	  of	  miles,	  mixed	  in	  a	  building	  that’s	  tuition	  prices	  exclude	  X	  demographic,	  the	  firing	  puts	  X	  amount	  of	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pollutants	  into	  the	  atmosphere,	  in	  the	  end	  there	  are	  very	  few	  absolutes	  in	  life.	  But	  the	  empowering	  feeling	  an	  individual	  gets	  from	  making	  something	  for	  themselves	  can	  go	  a	  long	  way.	  It	  goes	  a	  long	  way	  in	  making	  people	  feel	  that	  they	  have	  a	  choice,	  that	  they	  have	  power	  over	  their	  own	  actions,	  that	  they	  are	  in	  control	  of	  the	  shaping	  of	  their	  identity,	  and	  that	  they	  are	  part	  of	  a	  community.	  Despite	  everything	  that	  gets	  shoved	  down	  our	  throats,	  I	  can	  still	  make	  a	  pot,	  and	  I	  can	  share	  that	  pot,	  and	  that	  experience,	  and	  that	  skill	  with	  another	  human	  being.	  	  And	  that	  makes	  it	  all	  worth	  it.	  That	  is	  how	  I	  got	  into	  craft	  and	  that’s	  why	  I	  will	  always	  make.	  It	  is	  essential	  that	  my	  work	  addresses	  skilled	  craft	  and	  that	  it	  communicates	  the	  process	  and	  the	  touch	  of	  the	  hand.	  It	  becomes	  part	  of	  the	  larger	  lineage	  of	  a	  community	  of	  makers	  that	  have	  shared	  the	  same	  principles,	  the	  same	  perspectives	  on	  life	  and	  the	  same	  stubborn	  independence.	  That	  is	  why	  I	  remain	  beholden	  to	  the	  medium,	  and	  its	  history.	  (Tell	  me	  about	  the	  process	  and	  historical	  lineage	  of	  pink	  foam,	  and	  how	  empowering	  it	  is	  to	  go	  to	  Lowe’s,	  buy	  a	  sheet	  of	  it	  $35.48,	  glue	  some	  shit	  on	  it,	  spray	  paint	  it	  gold	  (ironically)	  and	  stick	  it	  in	  a	  kiddy	  pool	  and	  entitle	  it:	  “Stupid	  Smart”)	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Artificial Interactions 
 
 
The summer after candidacy I was able to stop and take a breath to reflect 
on where my work was at that point. I didn’t care for any of it, not really, I even 
felt a little embarrassed by it. Yes I understood that in large part this was a time 
of experimentation and questioning, but I still felt like I had lost a sense of my 
self, a sense of what had driven me to the place that I found myself in.  
I still wanted to talk about the Western landscape, I still wanted to explore 
thoughts on pastoral longing, and I still wanted to search for examples of 
Manifest Destiny in 21st century America. I kept catching myself saying: “after 
grad school I will finally be able to make the work that I enjoy making.” So I 
decided that there was no time like the present and started doing just that! 
The idea of home is central to the pastoral lifestyle; the bucolic landscape 
painting is rarely complete without the quintessential log cabin. The vessel, or 
more specifically the vase began to make more and more sense in the context of 
the home, I started thinking about the parallels between landscape paintings in 
the home, potted plants in the home and the vase in the home. In a sense they all 
serve the same function, to bring the outside world into the home, but in a 
controllable manner, so the owner gets just the “right dose” of nature. I realized 
that the sculptural vase could function in the same way and provide the same 
content that the framed landscapes were achieving with the added advantage 
being that the vase has an inherent place within the home.  
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Figure 8 “The Correct dose” 
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Figure 9 “Satiate” 
The American West is known for its vast lush meadows, open fields  and 
rolling hills. For many this is the epitome of the “great outdoors.” It’s interesting 
to look out onto a field of hay, or wheat, soy, or corn that stretches as far as the 
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eye can see to feel that openness and the sense of freedom, and then realize that 
nothing about it could at all be called “natural” or “free.”  
For the sake of profit most of these farms only grow one crop (a 
monoculture) and this type of farming depletes the soil to the point that it has to 
be artificially fertilized with massive doses of synthetic nitrogen and 
phosphorous. This winds up in the water table of the area and pollutes the 
ground water. These fields have to be irrigated with vast amounts of potable 
water, regularly sprayed with pesticides, and herbicides on and on and on.  
Focusing on this, I am most interested in “the patenting (or ownership) of 
life.” This is THE direct link between ideals of entitlement of 19th century 
Manifest Destiny and 21st century Manifest Destiny. It’s the idea of a “right to 
ownership” of all aspects of the natural world. Again: “it is our manifest destiny 
to overspread and to possess.” 
The corporation, Monsanto once a chemical maker now “Dominates the 
global market for genetically engineered crops. 40% of the worlds genetically 
modified crops are grown in the U.S., where Monsanto controls 80% of the 
genetically modified corn market, and 93% of the genetically modified soy 
market. Worldwide, 282 million acres are planted  in Monsanto’s genetically 
modified crops, up from only 3 million in 1996. 40% of U.S. cropland, or, 151.4 
million acres, are planted in Monsanto’s crops. Monsanto owns 1,676 seed, plant 
and other applicable genetic patents.” (Pollan,143) 
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Figure 10 “Synthetic Landscapes” 
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Beauty 
 
 
“Beauty is very much about familiarity and it’s reinforcing an idea we have 
already. It’s like when we go on holiday, all we really want to do is take the 
photograph that we’ve seen in the brochure. Because our idea of beauty is 
constructed, by family, by friends, education, nationality, race, religion. 
Politics, all these things” –Grayson Perry 
  
 
We were living on a small island In the Caribbean about 1300 miles South 
of Florida, named St. Kitts. The Island was named after the Spaniard that 
“discovered” it in 1493, Christopher Columbus. My partner and I were renting a 
little house just off of the beach on the East side of the island, the Atlantic side. 
The house was back off of the paved road, about five miles on a jeep trail 
through thick green foliage and dense coconut trees. Every time I pulled up to the 
house that old boney big-eared hound was hungrily waiting for me to feed him. 
He lived in a thicket of bushes near the house, was pretty skittish of people and 
had a long lasting, and deeply intimate relationship with fleas.  
The house had bars on the windows, all the houses on that side of the 
island did. The local economy had been based around sugar cane, but that 
industry left in 2005. Wandering around you would find most of the locals 
hanging out drinking Guinness on the side of the road; there were not a lot of 
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jobs. Colonialism and the short-lived economic boost had left the island in pretty 
rough shape. 
 The beach by our house was the “shitty” beach on the Atlantic side, it had a 
lot of trash, the water was choppy and the coral was seriously rough on your feet. 
The funny thing was that if you walked down the beach about a mile past half 
moon bay and over a hill or two you were in a different world. The Four Seasons 
Resort! White dudes playing golf, cruise ships, immaculate beaches and all of that 
good stuff. The guests of the resort never went to the other side of the island, they 
had the “photograph they had seen in the brochure” and that’s all they needed. 
 If they were to delve a little deeper they would have seen so much more. 
The beauty and familiarity got them to the island but they would have had to 
explore just a little bit past the surface beauty to see what was behind the resort’s 
façade. They would have found a culture that was extremely impoverished, and 
that was still very much suffering from centuries of colonialism and racism. They 
also would have discovered that the Four Seasons Resort was perpetuating the 
continuation of a long history of colonialization.  
 For my thesis work I decided to use beauty in a similar way. I chose a very 
specific surface treatment on the clay objects to entice the viewer to investigate 
further the intricately carved patterns and designs that read as generally pleasing 
and beautiful. I used this beauty and my hand skills on the surface as a tool to 
load the work with a heavier conversation of content, one that wasn’t too blatant, 
nor too covert. 
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Figure 11 “The Cowboy and His Cow” 
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The surface treatment on my thesis work references leather tooling that 
has been most recently associated with the American West, the American 
cowboy, and the western saddle (though this patterning is only a representative 
piece of a larger lineage of cultural events that have had significant impacts on 
groups of people across the globe.)  
 Like a lot of historical events it’s not as easily discernable nor as 
understandable as we might like it to be. Yet there is a fairly specific path this 
leather patterning has taken that speaks of colonization, entitlement through 
religion, and a disrespect for foreign culture. 
“When the Moors invaded Spain in the 700's, they brought with them their 
unique saddles that were designed for battle. This was the saddle of knights and 
the crusades. The Spaniards adapted this saddle into what became known as the 
Spanish War Saddle. This was the saddle they brought with them to the New 
World. As their goals transitioned from military conquest to colonial expansion, 
this military saddle evolved into a stock saddle, designed as a tool for the working 
cowboy.” (Evans, 35) 
It’s amazing how a seemingly neutral pattern can actually carry so much 
residual information, both culturally and historically. Most people that view this 
pattern would simply judge it aesthetically, but like the Four Seasons there is so 
much more behind it. 
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figure 12 “Powderhorns” 
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Conclusion 
 
 Over the past 2 years I have used my artistic studio practice and the 
graduate experience to push myself in ways I had never thought to before. The 
dialogue and the ways of looking at work that I have absorbed are priceless skills 
that I will forever take with me into my future. This experience and the 
knowledge from it will be used to further form my personal pedagogy and work 
towards building challenges for my students. It as well gives me the skill sets that 
I’ll apply in further challenging myself and the work that I make.  
 I will continue to examine my making processes to better understand my 
place in the world, and work towards investigating and better understanding the 
social structures that make up my worldview. Having the knowledge and the 
changed perspective that the graduate experience has afforded me will be 
instrumental in my future endeavors, both professionally and personally. 
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